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Before commercial whaling was outlawed in the 1980s, diplomats, scientists, 
bureaucrats, environmentalists, and sometimes even whalers themselves attempted to 
create an international regulatory framework that would allow for a sustainable whaling 
industry. 
In “Whales and Nations: Environmental Diplomacy on the High Seas,” (University of 
Washington Press, 2014) Kurkpatrick Dorsey, associate professor of history at the 
University of New Hampshire, tells the story of the international negotiation, scientific 
research, and industrial development behind these efforts - and their ultimate failure. 
“As a teenager growing up in Southern Ohio, I played a board game at summer camp 
called ‘Save the Whales.’ What were we saving the whales from? From the whalers, of 
course, but also from the International Whaling Commission and the general attitude 
that whales were better as food than as something to be preserved,” Dorsey says. 
“I wouldn’t generally recommend using a board game to learn about history, but in this 
case, the game helped sparked my interest. Why were people so angry about the 
International Whaling Commission? Why were people arguing about the proper use of a 
whale? Thirty years later, I have finally written this book,” he says. 
“Whales and Nations” begins in the early 20th century, when new technology revived 
the fading whaling industry and made whale hunting possible on an unprecedented 
scale. By the 1920s, declining whale populations prompted efforts to develop “rational” -
- what today would be called sustainable -- whaling practices. 
But even though almost everyone involved with commercial whaling knew that the 
industry was on an unsustainable path, Dorsey argues that powerful economic, political, 
and scientific forces made failure nearly inevitable. 
“Why had these knowledgeable and powerful people been unable to put whaling on a 
sustainable course? Part of the answer comes from the widespread agreement that 
whales were masses of meat and blubber that were meant to be harvested. New 
refining techniques converted whale oil to margarine, which meant that many 
Europeans encountered whales as a thin spread on their morning toast, and most 
governments were determined to keep the oil flowing,” he says. 
Based on a deep engagement with diplomatic history and access to extensive archival 
resources in Norway, Great Britain, United States, New Zealand, and Australia, the 
papers of the International Whaling Commission, and the papers of prominent whalers 
and scientists, “Whales and Nations” provides a unique perspective on the challenges 
facing international conservation projects. This history has profound implications for 
today’s pressing questions of global environmental cooperation and sustainability. 
“One hundred years after Sir Sidney Harmer’s prophetic warning that whaling in 
Antarctic waters was on an unsustainable course, most people who encounter whales 
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cannot imagine harpooning Willy. But have we learned lessons for solving the ocean’s 
problems?” Dorsey asks. 
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